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 “Theories of International Relations … are interesting less for the substantive explanations they offer 
about political conditions in the modern world than as expressions of the limits of the contemporary 
political imagination.” 
— R.J.B. Walker (1993: 5) 
This project is a fundamentally interdisciplinary approach toward obtaining a better 
understanding of psychological actorhood of the institution of the state, also known as ‘state 
personhood’ through the incorporation of neurological insights in the conceptualization of agents and 
structures. Despite the recent revival in attention for psychological frameworks within International 
Relations Theory (IRT) and the essentially psychological foundations of its independent constituent 
theories, the development of a conceptualization of the state as a psychological actor in a social 
institutional environment, a debate newly commenced by Wendt (2004), has so far failed to render 
conclusive results. Instead of truly carrying the foundations of human nature and behaviour into the 
debate, most participants (Lomas 2004; Neumann 2004; Wendt 2004; Luoma-aho 2009) have utilized 
philosophical and constructivist arguments in their conceptualization of the state. This thesis argues 
that the fundamental assumptions underlying the position that the human agent is the ‘most salient’ 
actor in the social world are partly misinformed. Instead, it is contended that agency and structure are 
two different, albeit interlinked, properties of the same entity; and that each acting entity functions 
through both endogenous or internal/domestic, and exogenous or intersubjective structures in an 
continuous Hegelian dialectic. Based on this argument, state personhood is regarded as ontologically 
possible and analytically salient for the analysis of interstate relations through the prism of social 
psychological approaches.  
 
1. Thesis outline 
This thesis proceeds as follows. First, the ongoing debate on state personhood and its 
inconclusive aspects are outlined. Second, human actorhood is reconceptualized using insights 
rendered by neuropsychology. The constituent agent of social theory, the human individual, is shown 
to behave both like a structure and an agent. Third, implications for the structure-agency debate are 
analyzed and situated in the context of the dispute on state personhood, wherein the human individual 
and the state are treated as the primary agent/structures under scrutiny. The strict dichotomization of 
agents and structures is rejected in favor of a Hegelian dialectic approach in which at a given point in 
time an entity may display both the properties of an agent and of a structure. Fourth, the ethical and 
normative dimensions of the reconceptualization of state personhood are briefly commented on. In 
conclusion, it is argued that the conflation of ‘state’ and ‘personhood’ can be justified through an 
approach in which both are endowed with similar properties of agency and structure. 
Reconceptualization of the state as a psychological actor renders new approaches to the analysis of 
international relations and foreign policy. 
 
2. Introduction to the state personhood debate 
This chapter seeks to introduce the state personhood debate in four steps. First, the significance 
of developing a better understanding of state personhood is given, along with some key definitions in 
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the debate. Second, a brief overview is provided of the role of psychology in IRT. Third, the debate on 
state personhood is outlined. Fourth, recent academic publications tacitly integrating state personhood 
are evaluated. The conclusion focuses on the solution to the debate, namely the reformulation of 
structure and agency through the cooptation of neuropsychology, and deals with critical 
epistemological concerns. 
  
2.1 Significance of the state personhood debate 
Ontological reconceptualization of the state in its mutually reinforcing capacities of structure and 
psychological actor bear significance on at least four accounts. First, for convenience reasons, the 
state is regularly personified in both mainstream media and academic literature without scrutiny of 
either its implications or ontological foundations (Marks 2011). Second, the social world by definition is 
the arena of human interaction and hence rests on micro-foundations of psychology (Shannon 2012). 
Yet, neither these foundations nor their implications for inter-state actor behavior have received 
adequate treatment in IRT. Third, the psychologicalization of the state may inspire theory development 
that goes beyond the flawed assumptions of rationality pervasive in neorealist and neoliberal theories 
while imbuing constructivism, whose development so far has been largely separate from political 
psychology (Shannon 2012), with novel analytical tools. As Wendt (2004: 357) argues, “at stake 
empirically is our ability to explain important patterns in world politics, like balancing or the tendency of 
states to follow international law, which seem to presuppose state persons”. Ironically, mainstream 
reductionist IR does not believe its main unit of analysis, the state, exists (Wight 2004). Fourth, 
theorizing the state as person is entangled with a variety of normative concerns, particularly in the 
realms of responsibility and accountability (Schiff 2008) and individual self-realisation (Lomas 2005). 
These concerns will be briefly touched upon in chapter five. 
 
2.2 Key definitions in the state personhood debate 
Philosophical and constructivist definitions of state and individual have been central to the 
debate. According to Lomas (2005: 352), the state is “an abstract conception, a complex normative 
idea, shared by a group of people, of how they should or might order their affairs”. McGraw and Dolan 
(2007) qualify this definition by positing states as abstract entities rather than ideas. Jackson (2004) 
instead calls the state an “emergent phenomenon which cannot be reduced to individuals” (281). 
Feminist constructivism defines the state as “the gendered effect of discursive and structural 
processes” (Kentola 2007: 270). Wendt (1999: 202) provides the most concise definition of the state 
as possessing five essential properties: an institutional-legal order, an organization claiming a 
monopoly on organized violence, an organization with sovereignty, a society, and a territory. 
A similar variety applies to the defining assets of human individuals, “the most salient figure in 
the political system” (McGraw & Dolan 2007: 301). Social actors are defined by Jackson (2004: 281) 
as “entities in the name of which actions are performed – exercising agency in delimited contexts”. 
Although theoretically salient, this largely constructivist notion fail to engage with neurological basis for 
human behavior (Lamme 2010a).  
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2.3 Psychology in International Relations Theory 
IRT’s essentially psychological underpinnings have been apparent ever since Hobbes’s (2009 
[1651]) social contract theory fundamental to political realism. Yet, mainstream IRT has failed to 
engage with the deeper frameworks underlying their theories. Waltz (1979) even goes so far as to 
conclusively deny the significance of psychological tenets for the development of IR, instead preferring 
an a priori conceived notion of state actor rationality.  
The past few decades have witnessed a rejuvenation of psychology in IRT. In his 
groundbreaking 1998 publication, Tetlock pioneers the integration of social psychology into 
International Relations theory, arguing that  
social psychology explores the causes of the thoughts, feelings, and actions of human beings. 
International relations is ultimately the product of the thoughts, feelings, and actions of human 
beings (866). 
Subsequent psychological approaches to IRT predominantly focus on the intrapsychic processes of 
the individual through decision-making processes in the context of international politics (McDermott 
2004; Goldgeier & Tetlock 2001), contesting the mainstream positivist assumption of rationality as well 
as distorting the inaccurate denouncement of emotions and cognitive biases, i.e., ‘irrational’ behavior, 
as counterproductive to statecraft. Tetlock and Goldgeier (2001) develop a critique of dominant realist 
and liberal visions by pointing out the controversial nature of its implicit claims concerning human 
nature. Instead, they advocate “incorporating psychological variables into models of international 
relations” (95) to allow for an adjustment of the theories. In line with their argument, Freyberg-Inan 
(2006) exposes the fundamentally flawed conceptions of individual rationality of realism, stating that 
the theory is “infused with a paradoxical psychological determinism that would not stand up to further 
scrutiny” (247).  
Mainstream IRT’s rejection of its psychological foundations paves the way for an ‘ideational 
alliance’ between psychology and constructivism (Shannon 2012). Shannon’s attempt at exposing the 
psychological foundations of any social theory to create realistic assumptions of social behavior is a 
significant step in the direction of a more well-founded conception of IRT. However, the approaches 
outlined invariably emphasize the individual human being as actor within the context of international 
relations. Thereby, implications for the debate on state structure and agency are neglected, as state 
behavior is reduced to the mere sum of its members’ actions. Moreover, exposing the flawed 
foundations of different theories and subsequently providing these with re-dressed accounts of human 
nature leads to reification of the distinction between theories and shows little ambition to supersede 
the divide between fundamentally conflicting accounts of the mechanisms of IR. 
 
2.4 The state personhood debate 
The expansion of psychology into IRT only truly ensues with the provocative 2004 special issue 
of Review of International Studies. In a refutation of mainstream reductionist views, Wendt advocates 
what he calls ‘state personhood’: the construction of the state as a person. He distinguishes the 
psychological, legal, and moral person, the first displaying “a self-organizing quality which cannot be 
reduced to their social context” (295). As the explanations given by IRT, media, and policy makers 
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involving the ‘behavior’ of the state as a corporate agent function to make reliable predictions, the 
assumption of state actorhood might hold some truth: “If on June 21, 1941 we had attributed to ‘the 
German state’ the intention to invade the Soviet Union the next day, we would have correctly predicted 
the behavior of millions of individuals on the 22nd” (p. 216). To be a person for Wendt, the state needs 
to pass three criterions: intentionality, organicism, and consciousness. Despite his qualified critique of 
reductionism, he goes on to explain through this ‘physicalism’ that, through the intentions of its 
individual members, the state as its collective is imbibed with intentionality. States in this account are 
rational actors: they have a unitary identity that persists over time, hold beliefs about their 
environment, possess transitive desires motivating them to move, and have the ability to make choices 
on a rational basis. As such, they pass the first criterion or Wendt’s ‘thin conception of personhood’. 
Unfortunately, he declines to go any further down the road of state personhood, arguing that 
acceptance of state organicism and consciousness would require him to relinquish physicalism. 
Wendt should be credited for opening the debate on state personhood. Yet, he rightly harvested 
severe criticism over the following years. In the same issue of RIS, Jackson qualifies his intentionalist 
argument, arguing that “people are states too” (281) as both people and states are social actors. 
Instead of focusing on whether the state is a person, emphasis should be on processes of social actor 
production and sustenance in general. Second, Jackson argues that Wendt’s perception of the state is 
too essentialist. In its stead, he advocates a transitive and emergent notion of both state and 
individual, both socially constructed. For Jackson, essence exists in neither individual nor state. 
Realism, too eager to find essence, should therefore be abandoned. Agreeing with Wendt that the 
personification of the state has been largely instrumental, Wight (2004) notes that the conflation of 
person and state leads not to solution, but to diffusion of matters of structure and agency. “To assign 
personhood to the state is to neglect not only the role of human agency, but also to occlude the power 
inscribed in the state as a structure” (280).  
This neglect is desirable nor necessary. Personification of the state does not require its 
conceptualization as a unitary actor. Quite the contrary: neurological research shows that human 
individual actions are neither intentional nor unitary (Lamme 2010a). Trying to argue his way out of this 
deadlock, Neumann (2004) calls on Wendt to utilize metaphors of language instead of organic 
metaphors like personhood. He regards Wendt’s effort as a Durkheimian dependence on metaphors of 
reification, organicism, normality and evolutionism to impute qualities in a state which it arguably lacks.  
The most vehement attack on Wendt is levered by Lomas (2005). First, providing the 
problematic examples of Iran and Somalia, he accuses Wendt of ‘simplifying complex facts’ (350). 
States are not consistently regarded as unitary entities, he argues, nor are they ontologically so. 
Second, Lomas accuses Wendt of analogical and indirect reasoning. Wendt’s evidence for ‘thin 
personhood’ is “based on evidence for collectively supported actions in the context, and therefore in 
the name, of states” (310). Wendt’s idea of collective action essentializes the state in a way that he 
himself tries to circumvent. Moreover, Wendt fails in both moving beyond the ‘as-if’ argument and in 
epistemologically justifying his analogous approach. Third, Wendt does not distinguish between 
anthropomorphism (conceptualizing the non-human as human) and personification (the identification 
of the humanity of an individual). As Jackson (2004) points out, both are ongoing processes rather 
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than fixed categories. Sharp distinction between person and state results in false dichotomization. 
Lomas’ own definition however, ascribing to both humans and states the ability to perceive 
abstraction, is similarly ungrounded. If the state merely is a “complex normative idea” (352), its ability 
to perceive should be called into question. Perception requires consciousness. This Lomas denies a 
state.  
Wendt’s (2005) reply indicates a deadlock in the debate. “Lomas never engages the central 
points of my argument, and does not appear to have read the relevant literature. This is too bad” 
(357). He continues to argue that treating the state as an individual allows for more accurate 
predictions while retaining the theoretical possibility of dissent within the state. Schiff (2008) responds 
by stating that “a discourse of state personhood is completely unnecessary to understand world 
politics” (363). Indeed, he argues that a great deal is lost when state personhood is reified: 
responsibility has become global, not state-bound. It needs however to be noted that the state, or 
indeed the nation-state is still the most significant mode of organization and building block of 
international politics – indeed, it would be almost paradoxical to envisage a state-less international 
realm (Holton 1998).  
 
2.5 The debate continues: pragmatic acceptance of state personhood 
Jackson’s notion of the individual as not a unitary but an emergent phenomenon is correct, but 
needs further qualification. The greatest flaw in the debate on the psychologicalization of the state has 
been the overt lack of psychological knowledge, or rather, knowledge of the functioning of human 
actors and the internal neurological structures leading to perceived human agency. In order to theorize 
the individual, all participants in the initial phase of the debate have resorted to philosophical and 
constructivist theories to argue both sides. In addition, the literature on the structure-agency debate 
has hardly been touched upon. Moreover, as Lomas points out, the collective nature of state action is 
a misperception: state membership is mostly involuntary and arbitrary. Yet, the debate continues on 
similar ground, leading Luoma-aho (2009) to identify IR as a form of religion, a theology that 
systematizes the anthropomorphized image of the State into a disciplinary form. Dunn (2010), 
extending Jackson’s argument, asserts that the state as entity does not exist: it is merely “a 
discursively produced structural/structuring effect that relies on constant acts of performativity to call it 
into being” (79). As such, debates on state personhood are futile. On the other hand, Kustermans 
(2011), using the etymology of persona, originally a Latin term for theatrical masks, argues that states 
are real persons-as-status in international society. Neither their material nor their emotional or 
intentional realities matter. Since personhood from an anthropological perspective is communally 
defined, primacy of psychological personhood cannot be derived. Pragmatism dictates state 
citizenship to go beyond international society as a liberal project to develop a disaggregated view of 
international society and multilateralism with concern for authenticity that goes beyond power 
constructs. 
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2.6 Critical epistemology and essay question 
Despite its unstructured and at times personal nature, Krolikowski (2008) notes the importance 
of the debate. Although different theories argue differently, with constructivism the most permissive 
when it comes to corporate actorhood (Maier-Rigaud 2008), IRT continues to grapple with the 
behaviour of states as corporate actors. Wendt’s foundations are shaky at best for at least three 
reasons. First, although it should be central to the debate, none of the authors seeks to further the 
debate on agency and structure. Any reconceptualization should focus on the entire structure-agency 
debate, not only on individuals and the state. Second, the debate is founded on constructivist 
bickering on state ontology and philosophical conceptions of personhood rather than directly involving 
psychology and neuroscience to describe the individual. Third, when neurology is brought into the 
equation, the need for essentialization of the state as a ‘group’ (Sasley 2011, Wendt 2004) is no more. 
And fourth, a more detailed and better-grounded conceptualization of state personhood may give rise 
to more accurate predictions of world politics. This leads to the following essay question: To what 
extent can, through the introduction of neuropsychology and taking into account issues of critical 
epistemology, psychological state personhood be reconceptualized?  
Although the author recognizes and comments on legal and moral implications, this question 
is explanatory, not normative. Through casting states, among other institutions, as social and 
consequently psychological actors, a paradigm shift is proposed from a dichotomy of rationality and 
construction to an integration  of these as appearances of an underlying psychological framework. In 
addition, while focusing on the state, conclusions deriving from this research apply to all agents and 
structures. The decision to combine material accounts of neurological research of the mind with social 
theory is defended by recourse to Patomäki and Wight’s (2000) “radical[…]  reclaiming [of] reality” 
(213) through the assumption of critical realism, which 
sees society as an emergent entity with material and ideational aspects and hence makes any 
attempt at an easy separation problematic. Critical realism suggests that the material and the 
ideational have to be viewed as a whole (235).  
This conceptualization is corroborated by Hofferberth (2013), who, from an American pragmatism-
informed stance, argues that “very different entities can develop agency, corporeality, and reflexivity, 
given that significant others in interaction “accept” and “grant” these dispositions to the phenomenon” 
(22).  In addition, List and Spiekermann’s (2012) ‘reconciliation’ between reductionism and holism, 
namely that individual-level descriptions do not always capture all explanatorily salient properties, is 
employed. In line with feminist critiques on current conceptualizations (Kantola 2007), this paper seeks 
to avoid constructing the state as a masculine actor. In doing so, this proposal does not seek to reify 
the state as the building block of international politics; rather, it regards the state as both a 
fundamental actor and crucially complex structure formative to the international realm in this dual 
capacity.  
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3. (Re)conceptualizing the human agent 
 
One of the most salient counterarguments to the conceptualization of the state as a person is Lomas’ 
(2005) accusation of ‘simplifying [the] complex fact’ of state ontology and decision-making processes 
to portray the state as a unitary actor. Far from being new, this argument is central to the refutation of 
state personhood by 1933 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Norman Angell (2014 [1910]). Calling it a “fatal 
analogy, which in truth corresponds to very few of the facts” (201), Angell argues that the metaphor of 
state personhood is invoked in particular in case of “conflicts between nations and international 
pugnacity”, which “generally imply a conception of a State as a homogeneous whole”. Yet, “only to a 
very small and rapidly diminishing extent can a State be regarded as a person”.  Angell points out the 
great diversity of identities and opinions within states and, referring to the British Empire, even the 
great diversity between different countries belonging to the same state. For Angell, the state is merely 
“the particular administrative conditions under which [citizens] may live” (206). 
Angell’s definition of state personhood is “the assumption that the political delimitation 
coincides with the economic and moral delimitation, that in short a State is the embodiment of ‘the 
whole people’s conception of what is true, etc.’” (207). He is right in arguing that a state embodies not 
a homogeneous, but always a heterogeneous and highly diverse, if not contradictory, set of 
‘conceptions’. Since 1945 and particularly following the global wave of decolonization, highly 
developed nation-states have encountered new challenges to their composition posed by large-scale 
migration and increasing diversity (Castles 1995). In the celebratory spirit of the ‘end of history’ 
pervasive in the early 1990s, some regarded the rise of globalization, in-country diversity and 
international networks as foreboding the decline of the nation-state as the primary form of international 
organization (Taylor 1996; Lash & Urry 1994). Although Mann (1997), identifying global capitalism, 
environmental danger, identity politics, and post-nuclear geopolitics as the main issues of concern to 
the nation-state, found that the expansion of global and migrant networks comes at the expense of 
weakening local rather than national interaction networks, the high internal diversity of states, whether 
surface-level (demographic) or deep-level (attitudinal) (Harrison et al. 1998) cannot be ignored when 
assessing state personhood. 
 Thus, before denying a state ‘personhood’ due to the state concept’s inherently diverse and 
complex nature, the nature of the individual person deserves a closer look. When McGraw and Dolan 
(2007) pose the ‘salience’ of the human individual in the political system, an ontological indivisibility is 
presupposed on the side of the person. Similarly, Jackson’s (2004) definition of the human in political 
science as an ‘entit[y] in the name of which actions are performed’ fails to deconstruct the individual. 
Whereas the individual is the building block of any theory of the functioning of social systems, of which 
IRT can be regarded as a topic-specific branch, and security and membership play a crucial role in the 
formation of any social group, whether among a group of friends or within a state (Kratochwil 2008), 
analyses too often fail to engage questions of what ‘the person’ is, how individual behaviour is formed, 
and how decisions are made. It is impossible to dismiss claims of state personhood without the 
construction of a thorough image of what it means to be a person. 
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Since the 1970s, the brain has increasingly come to be regarded as science’s ‘last frontier’ 
(Restak 1979). Despite the academic field of neuroscience’s swift and exciting advancement, not all 
‘grand challenges’ have yet been solved. What is however held across the discipline, is that “on the 
bank of the 21st century, human neurosciences are embarking to replace traditional definitions of the 
human condition with the concept of an evolving brain shaped by natural selection and governed by 
natural laws” (Knight & Heinze 2008: 16). The strictly Cartesian dichotomization of body and mind has 
grown increasingly obsolete and often replaced by various types of physicalism (Anttila 2007). From 
this perspective, the concept of a free human will that determines individual decision-making has 
become exceptionally questionable (Lamme 2010a). The extent to which a subject ‘chooses’ for an 
altruistic option, for instance, is strongly related to grey matter volume in a brain area called the 
temporoparietal junction (Morishima et al. 2012). The human agent is by no means a homo 
economicus. This chapter elaborates this idea in four steps. First, the notion of the Self is shown to be 
located in the left hemisphere. Second, support is provided for the idea that actions arise from non-
conscious brain processes. Third, these processes are explained through a brief elaboration of the 
way ‘emotion’ influences decision-making through somatic markers. Fourth, the human notion of 
agency is localized in the ‘brain interpreter’ function which comments on, yet not freely guides, human 
agency. 
 
3.1 The left hemisphere in self-construction 
With approximately 80 billion neurons, the mammal brain is roughly divided in two parts: the 
left hemisphere, which is connected with the right visual sphere and the right hand, and the reversely 
connected right hemisphere. The two spheres are interconnected with white matter called the corpus 
callosum and a body of nerve fibers some ten times smaller, the anterior commissure. Surgical 
removal of these structures, or commissurotomy, has been at the start of a way to neurological 
understanding of consciousness and the concept of the self strongly related to the faculty of agency 
(Bogen & Vogel 1962). 
Surprised by commissurotomized patients’ apparently full retention of cognitive and mental 
faculties, Sperry (1984, 1974, 1968, 1961) and Gazzaniga (2000, 1998a) crafted an experiment 
designed to explore any unique faculties instilled in either hemisphere (Sperry et al. 1969). With the 
most quintessential interhemispheric connections erased, each hemisphere could now be appealed to 
independently. Subjects in the study were instructed to fixate their eyes on a point in the center of a 
screen. For a maximum of 1/10th of a second, an image was then shown in either the left or the right 
corner of the screen, thus visible only to the right or the left hemisphere (top half of figure). Both 
hemispheres were found to independently register and react to the image. Asking the subject to locate 
their hands underneath the screen, thus invisible to the subject, the experimenter instructed the 
subject to find an object corresponding to an image seen only by one hemisphere. Only the hand 
connected to the activated hemisphere was found capable of finding a corresponding object. When a 
subject’s hand was put in a certain position by the experimenter, the subject was similarly unable to 
independently mirror the position of the unseen hand with their other hand.  
Brouwer, s1451308 [2015] 
 
11  
 
This is where the significance of language for the construction of the self truly comes into play. 
The faculty of language is located in the left hemisphere with Broca’s and Wernicke’s influential 
language centers (Lesser et al. 1984). Whereas an image was easily labeled by participants when 
presented to the language-savvy left hemisphere, Gazzaniga and Sperry (1967) in a follow-up study 
found that although subjects are practically able to connect images to objects when they are 
presented to the right hemisphere, they prove unable to know what these objects are or even be 
aware that they connected the two. A number of participants even indicated to be fully certain to not 
have felt or seen anything, whereas in fact they not only saw, but indeed responded to the on-screen 
stimulus. In other words, neither does the subject know why he did what he did, nor are they aware 
they actually carried out a certain action, meaning that all sense of consciousness of actions carried 
out exclusively by the right hemisphere was lost in split-brain patients. Yet, although unable to name or 
consciously recall what they had seen or felt, participants were able to reproduce the images of these 
objects from memory, drawing them upon request with their eyes closed, not only indicating the 
presence of a rudimentary form of short-term memory located in the right hemisphere but also 
suggesting the significance of non-conscious brain processes.  
Consciousness and language are thus seen as interconnected. Following the experiment, 
Gazzaniga (2000) contends that language formation occurs only in the left hemisphere. Despite the 
right hemisphere’s ability in some subjects to learn the semantic aspects of language, syntactic 
‘intuition’ is never acquired. Crucially for what follows, the left hemisphere is found to be particularly 
strong at mental manipulation, imagination, semantic priming, analysis and complex language 
production, whereas the right hemisphere is more holistic, capable of abstraction, and attuned to 
spatial and geometrical order (Metcalfe et al. 1995). Adjusting right hemisphere actions even where 
that does not lead to the most advantageous outcome, left is furthermore clearly dominant (Gazzaniga 
1998b).  
 
3.2 Actions as result of non-conscious brain processes 
Doty (1999: 389) argues for the crucial role of decisions in the structure-agency debate, 
stating that “it is in the deciding that meanings, identities, structures, foundational centers get 
constructed though always in very contingent, fragile and ultimately unstable ways”. It is important to 
note that consciousness of actions and decisions occurs only after a non-conscious process has first 
taken place. In a now-famous experiment, Libet and his colleagues (1983) recorded the time between 
the onset of cerebral activity in the supplementary motor area (SMA) and the first moment a subject 
experiences the intention to carry out a voluntary motor act, such as moving a finger or pressing a 
button. Libet observes that several hundreds of milliseconds pass between the cerebral initiation of a 
voluntary act and a subject’s conscious desire to do so, a time labeled as the brain’s 
‘Bereitschaftpotential’ or ‘readiness potential’. It was concluded, that 
cerebral initiation of a spontaneous, freely voluntary act can begin unconsciously, that is, 
before there is any (or at least recallable) subjective awareness that a ‘decision’ to act has 
already been initiated cerebrally. This introduces certain constraints on the potentiality for 
conscious initiation and control of voluntary acts (623). 
Brouwer, s1451308 [2015] 
 
12  
 
The volitional process therefore is initiated by unconscious cerebral activities (Libet 1985). 
Ernst and Paulus (2005) argue in addition that all factors influencing the brain’s preference for any 
decision are coded by specific neural circuits and modulated by distinct neurochemical systems such 
as the following.. 
 
3.3 The role of emotion in ‘rational’ decision-making: the somatic marker hypothesis 
The fact that decisions are made before the subject is aware of these decisions and imbues 
them with ‘intentionality’ or supposed rationality suggests a crucial role for neurological processes 
commonly related to ‘emotion’ in decision-making. According to Damasio (1999), emotions are 
patterns of chemical and neural responses helping organisms stay alive by prompting adaptive 
behaviors through the shaping of decisions. Within the brain, the brainstem facilitates all emotions; the 
hypothalamus and the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VM PFC) play a crucial role in the experience of 
sadness; and amygdala activity induces the experience of fear. The theory of emotion is complicated 
by the simultaneous activation of several neural structures and concurrent feedback reactions. 
As Damasio argues, emotional responses are instigated when an object is recalled from 
memory or detected and represented to the brain by sensory faculties. Neural patterns subsequently 
activate nuclei in the brain stem, hypothalamus, and amygdala. These, in turn, release hormones into 
the blood stream directed at two different receptacles. First, the hormones directed toward the body 
proper change the internal milieu’s chemical profile. Second, those directed toward brain regions, in 
particular the somatosensory and cingulate cortices, modify signaling body processes to the brain. 
Simultaneously, the brain stem, hypothalamus, and amygdala, via neurotransmitters, send faster 
electrochemical signals to bodily organs such as the adrenal gland, which releases hormones that in 
turn influence the brain. Electrochemical signals are also received by other brain regions, among 
which the cerebral cortex, the thalamus and the basal ganglia. Here, they lead to the modification of 
cognitive states and the exhibition of (some) emotional behavior.  
The generation of subjective emotional responses to stimuli can be explained through the 
somatic marker hypothesis (Damasio 1996; Ernst & Paulus 2005). Somatic markers are essentially 
physiological signals arising from bioregulatory processes (Damasio 1994). These signals arise in 
response to certain, often sensory (visual, audible, tangible) stimuli, directly impacting an individual’s 
bodily state. After these physiological responses are relayed to the brain, the multitude of varying 
physiological responses, interacting with the brain’s associations with previous experiences with 
similar responses, induces what Damasio (1991) calls a ‘net somatic state’. This net somatic state 
induces associated emotions which in turn inspire associated behaviors. Reactions can be both overt, 
alerting the individual to the ‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ of a certain choice, or covert or non-conscious by 
biasing the signal, for instance through the release of dopamine. Emotions are thus regarded as the 
product of the neurocognitive processing of somatic signals. In Bechara’s (2004) words,  
decision-making is a process that is influenced by marker signals that arise in bioregulatory 
processes, including those that express themselves in emotions and feelings … Decision-
making arises from large-scale systems that [besides the orbitofrontal cortex] include other 
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cortical and subcortical components that include the amygdala, the somatosensory/insular 
cortices, and the peripheral nervous system (37). 
Crucially, decisions thus originate from a complex interplay between various factors and the driving 
forces behind decision-making processes are different sets of firing neurons and electrochemical 
signals in competition over the influence of the net somatic state. Both social behavior and decision 
making processes in subjects devoid of an emotion regulatory center (ventromedial prefrontal cortex, 
VM PFC, located in the orbitofrontal cortex) have been found to be strongly hampered and highly 
ineffective (Bechara et al. 2000). Decisions are strongly influenced by external social factors: in cases 
in which individual judgment conflicts with that of a group, social conformity pressures evoke the same 
fear responses as punishment (Berns et al. 2005). Conformity is associated with functional changes in 
the occipital-parietal network; a non-conforming answer with increased amygdala and caudal activity. 
Thus, the net somatic state, or the brain’s ‘neural opinion’ (Lamme 2010a: 258) determines human 
decisions.  
 
3.4 The brain interpreter and the notion of volitional agency 
 Yet, this analysis leaves very limited space for the human attributes of consciousness and 
deliberate agency. Human subjects are performative agents, carrying out actions perceived to be 
voluntary and intentional. Various ideas have been proposed, including Lamme’s (2010b) hypothesis 
that ‘consciousness’ is an undefined lay term customarily conflated with reportability of experiences 
and performed actions. Rather than analyzing consciousness’s neural substrates, the subjective 
experience of agency and consciousness through the individual’s theory of mind is briefly commented 
on.  
Notably, in Gazzaniga’s and Sperry’s experiments, the left hemisphere is aware of 
subconscious actions only when their result is visible. It continuously tries to understand the actions of 
the right hemisphere. Unable to connect the actions to their stimuli – as this information is lacking in 
the experiment design, it explains right hemisphere actions in its own terms. So when the right is 
provided with behavioral cues by the researcher, the left explains the action in terms of volition of the 
‘I’. Consequently, a ‘brain interpreter’ is theorized to be located in the left hemisphere, presumably in 
the prefrontal cortex (PFC) (Gazzaniga 1995, Gazzaniga 1989, Metcalfe et al. 1995). Functioning as 
an internally projected ‘theory of mind’ (Frith & Frith 2005; Leslie 1987), the brain interpreting function 
operates to find patterns in outside occurrences, in the actions of others, and in the actions of oneself 
to identify and project causal pathways.  
The quest for explanations is part of the human condition. The left brain ‘knows’ nothing about 
the actual neural processes taking place within the brain and the peripheral neural system; yet it 
explains their witnessed behavioral, ideational, or emotional outcomes as the result of individual 
human volition (Damasio 1991). McNamee (2004) refers to the brain interpreter as “an unconscious 
process that is capable of finding explanation for the unexplainable” (137). Lamme (2010a: 221) calls 
the notion of free will a ‘failure of prediction’. 
A probability guessing experiment by Wolford and colleagues (2000) has been instrumental in 
arguing the brain interpreter function is situated in the left hemisphere. It was found that left 
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hemispheres and non-commissurotomized human participants tend to match their responses to 
previous occurrences. Animals and right hemispheres, however, tend to maximize: they choose the 
option that most frequently led to success, thereby in this task making the most fruitful decision. The 
left hemisphere’s interpreter thus makes a subject capable of lying and believing in those lies, 
interpreting events in a way advantageous for maintaining homeostasis; the interpreterless right brain 
cannot (Gazzaniga 1998a; 1989).  
The brain interpreter can be regarded as the essence of ‘human-ness’, bearing responsibility 
for the human idea of an acting and volitional ‘I’ (Lamme 2010a). Rather than an independent agent, 
the ‘I’ is a beneficial self-concept construed by the brain interpreter reliant on autobiographic memory 
and self-projected myths. Lamme (2006) proposes to regard self-consciousness as related to so-
called recurrent neural processes. Unlike feedforward processes, which refer to the processes of 
neuronal activity rapidly spreading to a large number of areas associated with the nature of a stimulus 
after its presentation, recurrent processes induce synaptic plasticity. Strengthening the conception of 
the human subject as a changeable and partly malleable structure, the concept of synaptic plasticity 
pertains to the reaction of neuronal synapses to strengthen or weaken over time following increasing 
or decreasing activity; essentially the brain’s capacity to change in response to outside stimuli similar 
to the altercations of social structures in response to outside stimuli. During the stage of recurrent 
processing, a stimulus’s features are affectively grouped, after which they enter consciousness in their 
totality (Lamme & Roelfsema 2000).    
This coincides with both the idea that rather than stemming from thoughts, decisions result 
from complex processes in the brain; and with the idea that language is crucial to our idea of a 
volitional agent-“I”. Although researchers knew otherwise, participants in Libet’s study in whom only 
the right brain had been instructed were often certain they had not performed actions that they 
factually had. The agent’s volition is likely to be far more illusory than many appreciate to think. For 
abovementioned reasons, regarding volition as non-existent is counterintuitive. 
 
4. Reconceptualizing the agent/structure entity 
The previously described neuropsychological findings have implications not only for the 
debate on state personhood, but affect the broader structure-agency debate in IRT1. This chapter 
proceeds in four steps. First, the nature of agents within the debate is reconceptualized. Second, a 
discussion of structure follows. Third, a Hegelian dialectic agent/structure is proposed in answer to the 
current debate. Fourth, the implications of psychological state personhood are briefly discussed in the 
context of Russia. 
 
4.1 Reconceptualizing the nature of the agent 
As Doty (1997) points out, the debate on structure and agency in the context of IRT is 
characterized by disproportionate attention dedicated to structures and their definition. Implicit is the 
                                                          
1 For an excellent review of the first and second waves of this debate, see Bieler and Morton (2001). 
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assumption that agency, its location, and its meaning are self-evident, leading to the presupposition 
that 
agency resides in individual human beings or (in the case of International Relations) the state, 
which is often conceptualized along the analogy of the individual human being (372).  
Despite allusions to the necessity of a ‘theory of agency’ by Carlsnaes (1992), no further specification 
is provided of what such a theory would look like, nor what the characteristics of an agent would entail. 
Incorporating the findings from neuroscientific research described above into this debate provides two 
direct results for the nature of the agent.  
 
4.1.1 The divisibility of the agent 
In the first place, the seemingly atomic unit of the debate on structure and agency, the human 
subject, is not indivisible. Instead, human action and decision-making itself is dependent on and 
resulting from an interplay between an internal structure, the neural system and its brain components, 
and external social structures, presented in the form of stimuli directly and indirectly impacting the 
subject’s synaptic structures, experiences, and decisions. For all its seeming indivisibility, the human 
agent can be regarded as a structure facilitating its own agency. Structures and agents are, in its most 
fundamental unit of analysis, not merely a duo of distinct properties. They are one and the same. The 
agency hence lies within the structure; the agent reveals itself in its structure-induced practices. This 
approach circumvents Doty’s (1997) lamentation that most approaches to the debate either revert to “a 
structural determinism or alternatively to an understanding of agency which presumes pregiven, 
autonomous individuals” (366).  
Wendt (1987) invokes Giddens’ structuration theory, which poses the agent and the structure 
as mutually constitutive, meaning structures both produce and are produced by human agency yet 
requires human agents to be able to ‘have acted otherwise’.  As Doty (1997) consistently points out, 
these requirements cancel each other out: if an agent ‘could have acted otherwise’, their actions are at 
least in some measure independent from the structure. As such, the exclusively mutually constitutive 
relationship between the structure and the agent is rendered obsolete. Human agents – and, by 
implication, states – must, in other words, be conceived of as having a priori interests and motivations 
which are unrestrained by social structures. In response, Wight (1999) proposes an elegant three-step 
model of agency, in which agent1 refers to the individual’s unique personality resulting from their 
unique personal make-up and the interaction with agent2 and agent3; agent2 refers to the individual’s 
agency over the present socio-cultural system, and agent3 refers to the specific sub-position or social 
role assumed by agent1 on behalf of agent2. He however fails to deconstruct agent1’s unique make-
up. In addition, this account of agency, which he solely applies to individual human agents, can with 
equal ease be applied to states: at a given point in time, states possess a certain unique ideational, 
material and structural profile which could be referred to as a ‘personality’, making it an agent1; it 
could become an agent within its socio-cultural system of states, through invasion, ideological 
influence, trade, or otherwise, making it an agent2; and a state can fulfill a certain role within the 
international system as a trade partner, a human rights advocate, or an outcast – like North Korea. 
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4.4.2 The fiction of volition 
In the second place, volition as the quintessential core property of the agent (Wight 1999) is 
shown to be an impossible assumption. If the most elementary agent, the human individual, is not 
capable of unequivocal and reflective intentionality free from both endogenous and exogenous 
structural constraint, its defining feature is eradicated and its theoretical existence doubtful. From this 
perspective, agents even lack the options for enabling choice within the constraints of social structure 
Bieler and Morton (2001) argue them to possess. It similarly reaches beyond Archer’s (1995) 
morphogenetic stance that intersubjective agency is conditioned, yet not determined by structure. 
Whereas Archer refers merely to social or intersubjective structure, she fails to take into account the 
significance of intrasubjective structure in the construction of intersubjective behavior.  
Instead, the assumption of autonomous agency and its accompanying responsibility is in itself 
a crucial subject stimulus. Assuming its existence is paramount to making choices and decisions, to 
improving oneself, to learning and to the operation of the judicial system. Independent agency needs 
to be treated as if existent because this assumption strongly influences agents’ attitudes. Not 
assuming agency makes human interaction not only meaningless, but impossible due to its 
consequently self-defeating nature. In addition, the ontologically fictitious idea of agency helps adapt 
to social structures (Lamme 2010a) and even inspires to change delimiting structures (Bieler & Morton 
2001). The illusion of volition should however be separated from socially forced or guided decisions; 
when a decision is perceived to be made by the subject itself, high dorsal anterior cingulate cortex 
activity and low orbitofrontal activity is registered, whereas when a ‘guided’ decision is taken, the brain 
reacts reversely (Walton et al. 2004).  
Thus, a rather paradoxical situation arises in which volitional and fully independent agency has 
no ontological existence yet needs to be postulated before any meaningful intersubjectivity may occur. 
As Butler (1990) denies that identity can be established through recourse to an ‘I’ pre-existing 
signification and Wight (2000) retorts that ‘someone’ has to do the signification, both are right on a 
different level: the signification of the self is not a volitional process, but rather a process leading to 
conscious ‘explanations’ by the brain interpreting function of the prefrontal cortex. Moreover, this 
defies Foucault’s reduction of the agent as capable of being merely “analyzed as a complex and 
variable function of discourse” (1977: 138). There is, indeed, “a ‘self’ who is thinking about the 
relationship between the discourse and the same fragmented ‘subject’ (Wight 2000: 132). But this ‘self’ 
is not ontologically the same as that fragmented subject, nor is it a correct representation of the 
subject of the ‘self’; rather, it is an associative projection (Rudy & Sutherland 1992).  
It does however mean that the state and the human individual can be compared in their 
functions as agents; that their dissimilarities are not large enough to grant the strong distinction 
between the two that Wight seeks to enforce. Whereas both the state and the individual human 
subject arguably lack a free will, in both cases are decisions formed through competition between 
different endogenous impulses, or stimuli, which are in turn influenced by exogenous, often structural, 
stimuli. In an identity analysis of Russia’s ‘great power identity’, Hopf (2005) for instance analyzes the 
internal competition between three types of sub-state actor groups – that in turn are themselves 
structures – over the post-Cold War reconstruction of Russia’s identity. Hopf understands this as three 
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different Russias vying for power. He succinctly shows how Russia’s projected identity and 
subsequent behavior is “simultaneously the product of both domestic identity construction, the 
interaction between the Russian state and society, and international identity construction, the 
interaction between the Russian state and international actors” (225). In this example, the Russian 
state is internally, or endogenously, structured – with a minimum of three agents influencing the state 
– as well as externally through its interaction with other agents. It can be argued that the competing 
voices – left, right and center – combined to reach a ‘net somatic state’, thus inspiring state actions 
based on these ideas. 
It is for the same reason that Bhaskar’s (1975) often-referenced definition of the agent is 
unstable. “By an agent, I mean simply anything which is capable of bringing about a change in 
something (including itself)” (109) is one of his early definitions, which he later reworked to highlight 
the significance of “intentional transformative praxis” (1993: 393). Yet, both natural forces and human 
agents can, prompted by widely varying stimuli, change their course of direction or otherwise bring 
change to themselves. Similarly, volition being a projection, intentionality is in both cases close to 
impossible to establish. Both, however, do perform actions and carry out practices. This is crucial; for if 
a state “relies on constant acts of performativity to call it into being” (Dunn 2010: 79), so does the 
human in its capacity as agent. From that perspective, the only distinguishing features are the 
consciousness that natural forces lack and its subsequent capacity of reflection and reflective 
decision-making – although even that is strongly influenced by  the ventromedial prefrontal cortex as 
those who suffered damage to that area are unable to reflect on long-term consequences of 
performed actions (Bechara & van der Linden 2005). Jessop’s stance that “it is not the state which 
acts: it is always specific sets of politicians and state officials located in specific parts of the state 
system” (Jessop 1990: 367) is thus refuted with equal ease: analogous to his statement, it can be said 
that it is not the individual human being who acts: it is always specific sets of cortices, neural 
structures and neurons located in specific parts of the brain. 
 
4.2 Restructuring structure: the Hegelian dialectic of the agent/structure entity 
It is therefore not ontological personhood that follows from the present argument, but rather 
analytical state personhood that allows for the conceptualization of the state as an agent, an individual 
capable of acting while simultaneously being strongly acted upon by both endogenous and exogenous 
stimuli. Thus viewed, the state is a structured entity in itself, through the actions of its constituents 
capable of molding its internal or endogenous and its exogenous structures; what Wendt (2004) refers 
to as ‘psychological personhood’.  
The state is both a structure and an agent, a ‘structured entity’ as Wight (2004: 129) would 
have it. The human agent, whose acting is based on their brain, is also a structure. “The brain is not a 
set of free floating ‘modules’. Rather, the amazing speed of human processing is dependent on 
parallel and serial interactions in widespread neural networks” (Knight & Heinze 2008: 16). For if 
bringing about change, if practices, if (structured) action is the defining attribute of the agent, the 
structured action of firing neurons and the collaborative functioning of different lobes and brain centers 
might be regarded as the work of agents, giving rise to a perspective on the human subject as not only 
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an exogenously, but an endogenously ‘structured entity’, and thus a structure in itself facilitating the 
‘intentional’ action of its neurological components. When Bhaskar (1975) argues that agency, however 
located in structure, is not determined by it, he specifically refers to exogenous, that is, social 
structures. Nonetheless, the term ‘endogenous structures’ is introduced here to refer to the structures 
within the agent: for individuals, these are neurological processes; for states, competition of ideas and 
interests. These, in turn, can be regarded as constituted by actors as well, producing a never-ending 
multilevel continuum of structure/agent Hegelian dialectics. Any exercise of agency then interacts with 
and adds to or alters endogenous and exogenous stimuli for action. Both structure and agency may be 
localized at any level between the neurological – or even smaller, atomic and subatomic units – and 
the largest social structures.  
As such, the structure and the agent are, in a more than Giddensian way, two sides of the 
same coin: agents are acting structures, and structures are structured agents. For Giddens, structures 
are “relations of transformation and mediation which are ‘circuit switches’ underlying observed 
conditions of systems reproduction” (1984: 24). They are also fluid normative frameworks officially or 
inadvertently regulating praxis. Yet, whereas structuration theory poses that structure is both the 
medium and the outcome of action through social practices constitutive of both subject and object, it 
fails to engage with the endogenously structured nature of the agent. For structuration theory, only the 
constitution of agents and structures poses a duality. Despite claims to the contrary, Giddens views 
structures as separate from actors rather than the same entity viewed from a different perspective. 
Not all structures consist of intersubjective ideas, as Bieler and Morton argue; but structures 
consist of interagentic practices aided and shaped by, and in turn shaping, ideas. Crucially, Archer’s 
(1995) morphogenetic approach introduces the time variable. Assuming transformative actions are 
logically preceded by structural features and followed by structural elaboration, Archer comments on 
the dialectics of structure and action and leaves the agent itself out of the equation. She does however 
raise an important point: that social structure conditions the agent’s practice, which in turn influences 
structures. Likewise for Hay (1995), structures may be transformed by the individual or collective 
practice of agency – but the type of agency exerted may be transformed by the influence of structure. 
This coincides with the neurological view on agency, in which past experiences alter synapses and 
condition receptivity and agency. Yet again, the problem posed by Carlsnaes (1992: 250) arises: “as 
long as actions are explained with reference to structure, or vice versa, the independent variable in 
each case remains unavailable for problematization in its own right”.  
 
4.3 Structure and agency as properties of the agent/structure entity 
The structural capacities of the state must thus be regarded as properties, just as its agentic 
nature is a property. The state can thus be compared to the quantum physical properties of light, 
which exhibits behavior not only of particles, but also of waves. Both are known from their effects and 
their processes; what Doty (1997) calls indeterminate and decentered practices. Structures are more 
than the sum of their parts; they are configurations of (social) forces and agents capable of action in 
their capacity as agent, leaving room for both the individual human subject and the state to act, albeit 
on different scales and in different forms. Practices are infinite since their consequences never end, 
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but always impact other structures, whether endogenous or exogenous, natural or social. Practices 
are also competitive, leaving a significant role to be played by power in the outcome of practices and 
the constitution of the agent/structure and truly encapsulating their dialectic relationship. 
When Wendt (2004) argues for the ‘psychological personhood’ of the state due to its 
irreducible self-organizing quality, he touches upon a significant point. Limiting the actions of the state 
to the actions of some powerful individuals or even groups would mean ignoring the complex dialectics 
between all impulses, actors, identities, and perspectives. Interesting perspectives for additional in-
depth analysis could further be rendered from systems theory as pioneered by Parsons (1991 [1951]) 
and the systems theory-inspired systems psychology approaches described by Plas (1986), in which 
both groups and individuals are regarded as systems in homeostasis. Yet instead of arguing from a 
systems perspective, Wendt essentializes the state by arguing for its ‘intentionality’ through the 
collective intentionality of its constituent subjects. He thus occludes the complexity of different formal 
and informal loci of power, of the reconciliation between civic and ethnic identities which, in the real 
world, exist only in flawed form, of differences in socio-economic status and modes of influence (Tolz 
1998). The state is not a ‘rational actor’ – in the face of human ‘rationality’, that would be an outlandish 
comparison to draw – but rather, as Jackson (2004) argues, a transitive and emergent notion like the 
individual.  
 
4.4 Extending state personhood: introducing social psychology 
As agents/structures are intersubjectively constructed – even the neural system features 
synaptic plasticity physically altering the system’s structure in response to practices – interaction is 
bound to transform practices. With the foundations of state personhood explained, arguing that states 
possess the human-like properties of identities and interests which are enforced by interstate 
interaction (Wendt 1994) is ontologically more plausible. Given the conflation of agents and the 
conceptualization of the state as a ‘person’, studying state and interstate behavior as subjective and 
intersubjective behavior carries potential as analytical tool. On the level of the human individual, social 
psychology is the academic field studying intersubjective behavior from the perspective of the 
supposed agent – which can thus also be conceptualized as structure. Social psychology is defined as 
“the scientific study of how people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are influenced by the actual, 
imagined or implied presence of others” (Allport 1985: 5). Whereas sociologists focus on the study of 
social structures, social psychologists seek to understand the social world from the perspective of the 
individual and their interactions. Transcending boundaries, this could open up the possibility to 
analyze the state through the lens of (social) psychology. 
In its ontological approaches, mainstream social psychology tries to balance pre-Foucauldian 
positivism and the pervasive influence of social constructionism and needs to be cautious of an 
essentialist approach (Gergen 1985). Despite the field’s move toward post-positivism during the 1980s 
and 1990s, which included calls to pose the self-concept as a function of social discourse explained 
solely in terms of social practices (Averill 1985), Burkitt (2003) emphasizes that the ‘field of Being’ is 
realized in the bodily perception of a sensible world that does not rest wholly in language. Not only are 
interactions social facts; the interactions of the exogenous world maintain a mutually constitutive and 
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formative relationship with the processes of the endogenous world. Allport’s (1962) conceptualization 
of the field of social psychology as a quest for understanding social phenomena as a function of 
‘collective structuring’, the latter seen as interrelating of individual frames of reference born out of 
personal involvement and a heightened probability of satisfactions through integrating behaviors 
(Allport 1962: 3), may be helpful here. Seeking to avoid resorting to epiphenomena, Allport seeks to 
use social psychology to explain individual behavior in groups. 
The ‘constructivist turn’ in social psychology opened the rather static field of social psychology 
up to notions of a fluid, contingent and socially constructed identity replaced the fixed liberal 
humanistic post-war image (Huddy 2001). Several significant theories arose from this rediscovery of 
identity, among which Social Identity Theory. Pioneered by Turner (Turner et al. 1987, Tajfel & Turner 
1979), the theory emphasize social identity and the relationship between the subject and the social 
structures within which they find and position themselves. In a similar vein as Damasio’s and 
Gazzaniga’s brain interpreter, the self in SIT is regarded as an organizing construct through which 
people’s everyday activities can be understood (Kleine et al. 1993). Social identity, in turn, is “that part 
of the individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group 
(or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel 
1981: 251). The frequency of the performance of actions by the subject depends on the salience of the 
action for the identity the action (or practice) represents.  
 
4.5 By means of example: Social Identity Theory 
According to SIT, a group’s choice of behavior is predicted by the group’s perceived intergroup 
relationships, with perceived permeability of intergroup boundaries (that is, the ease with which a 
group member can gain access to a higher-status group) and the perceived stability and legitimacy of 
intergroup status hierarchy as determinant factors (Tajfel & Turner 1979). Haslam (2001) identifies 
three status-altering intergroup behaviors. First, provided intergroup boundaries are permeable, 
individual mobility strategies can be utilized. The subject then dissociates from the group and pursues 
personal status-enhancing strategies rather than seeking to improve the in-group’s situation. Second, 
in a situation in which intergroup boundaries are perceived as impermeable and social relations are 
stable, social creativity behaviors can be utilized to increase perceived status. These include altering 
the values attached to present group attributes, identifying an alternative outgroup for favorable 
comparison, and comparing the group with a relevant outgroup on a new or different dimension 
favorable to the in-group. Third, if, like in the second option, boundaries are regarded as impenetrable 
but intergroup status relations are unstable, groups can engage in direct competition. This competitive 
phase is characterized by strong in-group favoritism.  
The Russian Federation accession to the ‘in-group’ of the European Union can be analyzed 
this way. Prozorov (2009) shows how, as intergroup boundaries – both discursively and physically – 
between Russia and the EU became increasingly impermeable, discourse from both liberal and 
conservative factions begun to “follow[…] the same logic in its construction of the figure of Europe” 
(136). The liberal stance that integration with the EU – essentially group accession – should be 
pursued at any price initially made way for various social creativity behaviors. These include adjusting 
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the value of the present situation as a favorable display of ‘sovereign democracy’ and the state as 
behaving like a ‘normal great power’, as well as utilizing ‘consistency’ as a measure favorable to 
Russia yet not displayed by the ‘hypocrisy’ of the European Union (Romanova 2009). In addition, it 
seeks to open up the conflation of ‘Europe’ and the ‘European Union’ through voicing strong support of 
so-called ‘European values’: rule of law, democracy, and human rights (Dickinson 2002) With the 
decreasing stability in intergroup relations over its shared neighborhood, competition has recently 
intensified (Cadier 2014). Russia returned to, in Hassner’s words, “autocracy with some fascist 
features” (2008: 5). As regarding itself equal to other great powers in a perceivedly multipolar world 
order is crucial to Russian identity-formation (Romanova 2009), competition is likely to continue if not 
exacerbate as boundaries remain impermeable until intergroup status relations are restabilized2.  
 
5. Ethical and normative concerns 
Intentionality, rationality, and accountable reason, all highly treasured by Spivak (1996) as 
characterizing the agent, are therefore mere illusions. According to Spivak, “the idea of agency comes 
from the principle of accountable reason … one has to assume even the freedom of subjectivity in 
order to be responsible” (294). Spivak’s approach, which she shares with Bieler and Morton, strongly 
emphasizes the moral and ethical consequences of, in Wight’s words, regarding human agents as 
‘complex automata’ (1999). Regarding agency as an automatic function of inputs and outputs would 
result in the obliteration of individual responsibility. For neo-Gramscians, it would furthermore constrain 
individual agents and groups to destabilize the ‘made’ social structure the powers invested in which 
function to disempower its agentic components. This stance is therefore seen to have not only 
ontological, but strongly political implications. 
Endowing states with ‘personhood’ is similarly bound to produce both moral and politico-legal 
implications and normative concerns (Schiff 2008). In the wake of the US government bailout of 
gigantic corporations like Citigroup, AIG, and the Bank of America, Ripken (2009) poses the question 
whether corporations are legal persons too – and if they are, what their status-as-persons would entail. 
Interestingly, the debate on corporate personhood proceeds along more or less the same lines as that 
on state personhood. According to some, the corporation is not a person at all but merely an artificial, 
fictitious entity lacking an independent ontological existence.  A second stance argues that 
corporations are an aggregate of individual constituents without whom the corporate structure nor its 
identity would exist. The last viewpoint is that of the corporation as an independent entity with its own, 
pre-given identity, a social fact with real consequences in society. Each stance carries normative 
implications. Enacted corporate personhood not only entitles the corporation to the same legal, social, 
and moral responsibilities of individuals; it also grants the corporation the same rights and protections. 
In the case of state personhood, this would among others entail granting the state inalienable rights in 
                                                          
2 Russia’s reasons for whether or not to self-categorize as European can be analyzed through Self-
Categorization Theory. Unfortunately, due to spatial constraints, this analysis has not been included in this 
project. 
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line with the UDHR; a situation bordering on the bizarre. Wight (1999, 2004) likewise warns for the 
risks of conflating the human subject and the state, arguing that this would hinder the assumption of 
responsibility. Indeed, his stance seems inspired by fear of the above, as he remorsefully says that 
“Wendt’s acceptance of the state-as-agent thesis reifies the state and it now appears as a given […]  
We need to avoid any erroneous theoretical moves that allow a reference to the state to actually be a 
reference to other elements of the social field” (127-9).  
 
Conclusion and discussion 
 It seems baffling how  ‘structure’ has been made an exclusively social phenomenon and the 
individual itself is safe from deconstruction. The state personhood debate has been strongly hampered 
by an incomplete conceptualization of the human agent and the constitution of agency. Rather than 
merely socially constructed, human agency is strongly rooted in the material world. The neurological 
substrates of human decision-making can be interpreted as the endogenous structure of the structured 
subject, which in turn interacts with exogenous structures and the agents located within these 
structures through performative actions. The influence of exogenous structural impulses is interpreted 
by the endogenous structure. Although the state is composed of human individuals, the state can 
similarly be viewed as the result of both internal domestic and external international, interactional and 
ideational structures.  
External stimuli interact with internal impulses to produce practices. Structure and agency are 
regarded as a Hegelian dialectic, in which structure is the entity’s enabling and persuasive property 
and agency its performative property. Agents and structures thus are ontologically the same entity, 
they merely act differently. Like agent3 in Wight’s model assumes a specific social role, all agents in 
turn compose greater structures which, influenced by the impulses from the endogenous structure and 
strongly conditioned by history and norms, expectations, and interactions in the exogenous structure, 
can be viewed as assuming agency themselves. Agency is situated in a wide variety of entities and 
non-linear in nature; often, a large number of structure-agents is located between the individual 
subject and the state akin to the junctions in a web. Thus, agent/structures are continuous, acting from 
its endogenous yet influenced by various exogenous structure/agents. 
Regarded in this way, state personhood, regarded as the ability of the state-as-agent to 
possess similar properties to the human being-as-agent, can be defended ontologically. Although 
different types of actors bring different structural sub-properties, their properties as the node of agency 
synthesizing exogenous and endogenous structural impulses is similar. This stance defies social 
determinism, as social determinism only takes the impulses from exogenous structure into account. 
Since the conception of agency as at least partly volitional does not render much empirical support, on 
this ground agency cannot be denied to a state. The fiction of independent intentional agency, 
however, like ideas, functions as a strong and valuable external motivational factor for decision-
making. Identities, both human and state, are themselves a function of previous experiences. 
The assumption of state personhood holds clear promises for International Relations Theory. 
It allows for the integration of theoretical models adopted from social (and clinical, although that 
requires additional research) into constructivist methods of analyzing state and interstate behavior. 
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Through the inclusion of insights on the behavior of human individuals, the intersubjective interaction 
between states may ultimately be predicted. More in-depth research into states’ psychological 
actorhood, often assumed yet hardly ever analyzed as such, is recommended to build on and further 
the content of this thesis. Eventually, this might inspire foreign policy recommendations based on the 
psychological behavior of a given state and the patterns of interaction between two or more states.  
The idea proposed in this thesis is too extensive and theoretically to be fully described and 
argued within the current spatial constraints. The argument thus is limited on several accounts. First, 
states of course do not ontologically equal human individuals: they often decay rather than die 
abruptly, they are notably less transitive, and they hardly ever reproduce. Analytically, however, they 
share the features outlined above. Second, only a selection of neurological research on decision-
making and the freedom of agency has been presented. Third, no analysis has been included of the 
behavior and properties of the agent/structures located on various levels between and outside the 
human individual and the state; they have been assumed to function similarly to the two 
agent/structures in the state personhood debate. Fourth, although it has been touched upon and 
elaborated from extant theoretical accounts, the agent/structure nature of the state has not been 
thoroughly analyzed within this thesis. Finally, this is a fundamentally interdisciplinary thesis. This 
means that the specifics of each field are not fully mutually applicable. It also means that the viewpoint 
of neuroscience and cognitive psychology has been brought to interact, rather than be 
instrumentalized, by the field of IRT. On a meta-level, this thesis is eventually intended to foster and 
enhance the intersubjective exchanges between IRT and seemingly unrelated academic fields.  
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